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Cassandra Kelly talks to Anna Bligh (back to camera). Photo: Alexander Mayes
Joanne Gray
It was a highly energised and diverse group of some of Australia’s high
achievers who gathered at the firstBoss True Leaders’ Legacy Dinner in
Sydney in April to debate how Australia could seize the opportunities
of the knowledge economy. These are the highlights of the heated,
often passionate, but constructive conversation which ranged over
innovation, education, politics, energy and tax.
Joanne Gray: What are the opportunities for Australia in the
knowledge economy and what do you think are the main impediments?
Ross Dawson: We have over a million Australians who live around the
world. This Australian diaspora is a way of linking the extraordinary
talent we have in this country to the rest of the planet. Far more than
any other country, we must look at digital productivity and what that
affords us. Australia in the last six years or so has become a truly
networked economy with a network mentality.
Cassandra Kelly: I find it comical that we’ve just woken up to the fact

" to

that it might be useful to have international experience on a board. I am
yet to find many people in positions of leadership who are as
connected as they need to be. A leader of the future needs to get
outside of their everyday job and connect with other industries.
Annalie Killian: In many organisations leadership still comes from
Michael Porter’s sustainable competitive advantage model of strategy,
and how you leverage your position to create a competitive advantage.
Today, if you’re not plugged into the edge, where innovation happens at
the intersection of disciplines, you are going to miss opportunities.
Jennifer Buckingham: There’s a real resistance to innovation in the
education sector. I think that’s partly driven by parents who don’t want
to take risks with their children’s education. When people want to
reform schools or create change in schools they think it has to happen
across all schools at once and that’s a very difficult thing to do.
Whereas I see innovation happening at the margins to start with; [the
challenge is] finding ways to allow new players to come in. That has to
be the [responsibility of the] for-profit sector because it has the ability
to raise the capital, to see it as an investment and to be more flexible
and dynamic.
Kerry Chikarovski: I don’t think teachers know how to cope with the
fact that kids in the classroom have a better understanding of
technology than they do. Teachers aren’t yet ready to understand
they’re not teachers any more, they’re facilitators.
Anna Bligh: Our high school system is physically structured from the
century before the last one. You could have lecture theatres, you could
have small group classrooms, you could do it a thousand different
ways. But the physical structures that we’ve paid for prohibit not only
the kids, but the teachers from being able to do it in a different way.
We’ve also got workplaces and an economy structured around children
aged between five and 17 being cared for in schools from 9am until
3pm. Teaching and learning in different ways will bring disruption to the
economy and a massive redundancy of infrastructure; I don’t think that
will happen unless parents and teachers are prepared to do something
with what we’re locked into.
Cassandra Goldie: The infrastructure agenda has been captured by
an economic analysis of the national broadband network. Why don’t we
have a social analysis of that? In the end, it’s as important.

Living with risk
Joanne Gray: Why can’t we fund innovation, with $1.6 trillion sitting in
superannuation funds?
Andrew Rothery: Super funds are run by custodians of people’s
retirement savings and the funds are set up as trusts with the [fund
managers’] responsibilities and obligations being those of a trustee. It’s
very hard for them to take the necessary risks to champion failure, to
tolerate the sorts of bad investments that will inevitably come.
Unfortunately, the Australian venture capital industry until relatively
recently has not had a great track record and there’s a lot of scar
tissue still within the ranks of institutional investors.
I’m just not sure, even though it is a huge bucket of money, that it’s the
right bucket of money to try to extract risk capital from. I think we need
to find other vehicles and other buckets of money.
Ian Learmonth: But you know, quite seriously, what’s more risky?
Backing innovation that addresses market failure, or going to the
market and saying “I happen to have a lease on some land. You give

me $20 million; I’ll sink five holes on the offchance I might find
something and if I don’t I’ll raise it on the stockmarket”?
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Patrick Durkin: Is it inherently part of Australian culture that we’re
conservative and play it safe, or are we saying it’s external factors such Alexander Mayes
as superannuation, legal obligations, government regulation or
conservative boards? Is it within us or is it external factors, or a little of both?
Kerry Chikarovski: The next generation, who are computer savvy, are about taking risks. They’re a generation
who are saying to us, “hey, it’s going to be all right and unless I’m prepared to take this risk I’m not going to get
on the way I want to get on”.
Ian Learmonth: Young people think like entrepreneurs; they are prepared to look at business opportunities that
also have a positive social dimension. They’re coming to work in organisations like Social Ventures Australia
rather than feeling they have to work for 25 years and pay off the mortgage before they can “give back”. They’re
much more socially orientated.
Anthony Bertini: You can’t just say we’ll just keep on doing what we’re doing and hope the kids will come up
and change it in the next 20 to 30 years.

Power to the people
Kim McKay: One of the most successful environmental organisations in Australia today is the Youth Climate
Coalition. It’s the largest youth movement in the country. It’s just growing incredibly rapidly and is very, very
powerful.
We’d better embrace renewable energy in a new way like we never have before because our environment is not
going to stay the way it has been. We have enormous changes happening around Australia to our biodiversity –
the impacts have been understated for a long time.
Anna Bligh: I had to put up electricity prices to get solar energy; the people of this country do not want to pay.
They have had years of cheap electricity.
Kerry Chikarovski: People can’t afford to pay more: they’re struggling with the cost of living.
Cassandra Goldie: That’s not true. The researchers will tell you again and again the bulk of people in Australia
are enjoying living standards better than we have ever had it at an
Jennifer Buckingham: A large number of people who live in my community are welfare-dependent and they don’t
have a lot of money. But they are working extremely hard, so that affects their ability to engage with larger issues
beyond what they need to do to get through the day, to get through the week, to get through the year.
Anna Bligh: Queensland has been sourcing about 15 per cent of electricity now for about 17 years. Coal seam
gas deposits in Queensland are in an area where for almost all of my political career I was juggling the problems
of decline. I’ve sat down at endless farmers’ kitchen tables and they’ve said to me: “Farming gas is 100 per cent
easier than farming sorghum: it doesn’t matter if it hails or whether there’s a drought. I know, every single year,
that if I put 10 drills on my property I will be able to pay the school fees. I’ll be able to buy groceries.”
What is the environmental cost? It’s one of the most poorly conducted debates this country has ever had. It’s the
one and only time I’d say the ABC behaved shockingly and dishonestly. The programs they have shown are,
almost exclusively, on shale fracking. We do no shale fracking in Queensland or anywhere in Australia; it’s a very
different process and it is much more environmentally damaging. I absolutely agree with Kim, this country should
be embracing renewables.

Two-party and beyond
Joanne Gray: Is our duopoly political system another institution that’s holding us back?
Kerry Chikarovski: Every time we’ve made huge progress as a country under either of the major parties it has
been with a two-party system. Everyone is better in government when there’s a genuine threat they might lose

government.
Anna Bligh: If you think there’s no chance of you losing government you become cavalier, and once you become
cavalier the evil parts of human nature that are part of every government somewhere become unchecked.
Ross Dawson: One interesting thing is what democracy could become. In a truly connected world we can build a
participatory democracy transcending the representative democracy which is fundamentally broken. The only way
to get the engagement is if people feel they are truly participating, rather than choosing between two parties.
Justin Baird: I think the term is radical inclusion. We’re talking about technology and things like Twitter that are
helping us socialise and communicate; why are we not using technology as part of the democratic process? New
Zealand is now getting to the point of being able to register [to vote] completely online.

BEST IDEAS
Ian Learmonth: The taxation system was set up under the pre-digital economy and now it’s completely out of
date with the digital economy, so tax receipts keep falling. Global organisations – the Apples and Googles of this
world – are doing what they’re allowed to do, but no government can collect tax. It can’t be revamped at a
domestic level; it needs to be on a global level.
Justin Baird: There is $1.7 trillion worth of subsidies [given to] the mining sectors around the world. That’s the
reason renewable energy does not have its fighting legs. And we need to fund innovation in a radically inclusive
way, which allows the general public to get involved.
Ross Dawson: How do we get new levels, layers and structures of capital markets where money gets allocated to
the ventures that have the greatest potential financial and social impact? We still have explicit and implicit
industrial policy in Australia which is in favour of legacy industries, not the industries of Australia’s future or
potential future.
Andrew Rothery: What I’m advocating is to stop expecting the superannuation fund industry to solve these
problems, because just because they’re the biggest bucket of money, the structure around the industry isn’t the
right structure for what we are often calling them in to do. Get your constituents, your friends to meet some
entrepreneurs and talk to them and understand what they’re trying to do. Let’s celebrate the failers: the people
who have given it a go, who have learnt from those experiences and are hopefully wiser and a bit more resilient as
a result. We need to fix the tax incentives around entrepreneurship and in particular employee share schemes for
small companies.
Annalie Killian: I am very inspired by the fact that the single-largest age group since 2010 in leading start-ups in
the United States have been between the ages of 55 and 64. It turns out we have a lot of them in Australia, and
they are more cashed-up than most people at the other end of the spectrum. Martin Seligman believes creativity
is not something that declines with age.
Kerry Chikarovski: I’m lobbying the federal government to change the rules about early venture capital. The
previous Labor government said it would reduce the minimum investment from $10 million to $5 million. That would
be a good way to get money in.
Anthony Bertini: You want to support innovation? Back the whole bloody sector – whether it’s through tax
incentives, government incentives, whether it’s an innovation policy, or whether it’s the way banks deal with small
entrepreneurs.
Andrew Rothery: This notion of financial analysis that we have in the West has this time value of money, which
discounts things so savagely and works against us in so many investment decisions. We’re seeing China sowing
seeds in investments all around the world where the payoff will be decades, if not centuries, down the track.
Kim McKay: I want you all to think about funding a young scientist. With $15,000 young female scientists can
actually do extraordinary work. In those post-doctoral years scientists do their best work when they’re quite
young.
Jennifer Buckingham: The area most ripe for innovation is senior secondary schooling, so years 11 and 12
particularly, where kids are still locked into the old model of education that’s not really working for them any more.
There are lots of different models like watching the lecture at home and then doing your homework at school and
the teachers or tutors help you do the work in that subject. At the other end of the scale, we still have too many
children who are not learning to read.
Cassandra Kelly: I would like to see the education system understand that we don’t work 9am to 3pm, or
8.20am till 2.50pm, and I would like to see schools support working parents.

Cassandra Goldie: We’re seeing some big money coming into infrastructure. It needs an economic, social and
environmental governance framework.
Anna Bligh: I came into the third sector 30 years ago. The more government outsources its functions to us, the
greater the likelihood of a really major disruption. If we could put more money into the right parts of every sector of
the education system, innovation would not be something we’d have to sit around the table thinking about, it will
happen.
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